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THE SOCIETY OF FRIENDS 



IN KBLATION TO 



CIVIL GOVERNMENT. 



I* 



NEW-TORK: 
FHBSff OF MAfiLON DAT ft CO., ZU PEARL-STREET. 

Jamei Egbert, Printer* 

1841. 







At a Meeting of the Representatives of the Year- 
ly Meeting op Friends op New- York, held in 
the City of N6w-York, the 1st of the 12th Month, 
1840:— 

The Meeting taking into consideration two publications of 
the Representatives of the Yearly Meeting of Friends of New 
England, dated in drd Month last, entitled '* A Declaration of 
the Views of the Society of Friends in relation to Church Grorem- 
ment ;" and " Views of the Society of Friends in relation to 
Civil Government ;" and believing them to be well calculated for 
extensive usefulness at the present time, directed its Committee 
on the Distribution of Books, to have three thousand copies of 
each, printed, to be spread amongst our members ; and said Com- 
mittee was authorized to proceed in their circulation in such way, 
and to such extent, as may be judged most likely to be beneficial 
in preserving Friends from being influenced by the views, which 
are too much disseminated in our country, and which tend to pro- 
duce disorganization in religious and civil society. 

Extracted from the Minutes of said Meeting, 
SAMUEL PARSONS, Ckrk. 
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VIEWS ON CIVIL GOVERNMENT. 



The Representatives of the Yearly Meeting of the 
Society of Frieuds for New England, being impressed 
with the importance of diffusing among their own 
members, and in the Christian community, correct infor- 
'ination on some points of our faidi and practice, have 
believed it right for them at this time to issue this ad- 
dress, to the end that the principles that we have ever 
maintained in relation thereto, since our origin as a peo- 
ple, may be faithfully supported by us, and cleai-ly un- 
derstood by others. 

It is a time of miich excitement in civil and religious 
society, and we are earnestly desirous that our members 
may individually seek to manifest on all occasions a 
meek and quiet spirit, ever demeaning themselves as 
ffood citizens, prompt in the support of right order, and 
m all things adorning the doctrines we profess. This 
has at all times been the concern of our Society. Ac- 
knowledging God as the alone Supreme Ruler of the 
' conscience, they have been ever ready cheerfully to sub- 
mit to all the laws and ordinances of men that did not 
conflict therewith, and to contribute to the support of 
well-ordered civil government. 

We do indeed believe that war and fighting are con- 
trary to the Divine Will, and unlawful for us as Christ- 
iaxks — and we cannot, therefore, in any way countenance 
or contribute to military operations. 

We believe that, under the government of the Prince 
of Peace, swords are to be beaten into ploughshares 
and spears into pruning-hooks, and men are to learn war 
no more. The nature of the Christian dispensation, in 
contrast with the fierce passions of man, is beautifully 
portrayed by the evangelical prophet — " Every battle of 
the warrior is with confused noise, and garments rolled 
in blood ; but this shall be with burning and fuel of fire. 
For unto us a child is bom, unto us a son is given ; and 
the government shall be upon his shoulder; and his 
name shall be called Wonderful, Counsellor, the Mighty 
God^ the Everlasting Father, the Prince of Peace. Of 



the increase of his government and peace there shall be 
no end." Isa. ir. 5, 6, 7. 

When our Saviour walked amonff men, he inculcated 
the principles of peace in clear and emphatic language, 
and by his own shining example. — " Ye have heard mat 
it hath been said, an eye for an eye, and a tooth for a 
tooth, but I say unto you that ye resist not evil." — ^^ Ye 
have heard that it hath been said, thou shalt love th^ 
neighbor, and hate thine enemy — ^but I say unto you, 
love your enemies, bless them that curse you, do good 
to them that hate you, and pray for them that despiteTully 
use you and persecute you, that ye may be the children 
of your Father which is in Heaven." And in his own 
example, when he could have summoned twelve legions 
of angels to his rescue, he quietly submitted to his per* 
secutors, and in the end offered the intercession, " Father 
forgive them, for they know not what they do." The 
apostle James in allusion to this subject queries, " From 
whence come wars and fightings amon^ you ? Come they 
not hence, even of your lusts that war in your members?" 

Believing, then, that under the Christian dispensation, 
which was ushered in with the annunciation of << Peace 
on earth, good will toward men," we cannot in any way 
be engaged in war or contribute to its support, every 
faithful member of our body has felt bound conscien- 
tiously to abstain from all participation in it ; — and in 
our earlier existence as a people, before our principles 
were well understood, we were subjected to the spoiling 
of goods, imprisonment and much suffering, on account 
of our religious scruples in this respect — but we dare 
not in the Divine sight do otherwise than steadfastly 
maintain our testimony, based as it is on the precepts (H 
Him who was emphatically the Prince of Peace, and 
consonant with the doctrines and practice of his apostles 
and early followers. 

Nor can we for conscience sake agree to any comnm- 
tation for military requisitions ; for hereby should we be 
consenting to the justness and propriety of the exaction. 
And in this we trust that those who view this subject 
diflerently from us, will discover no disposition to screen 
ourselves from onerous duties, but will do us the justice 
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to believe that it is for the answer of a pure conscience 
unto God, which is dearer to us than our natural lives. 
And for the sincerity of our motives we may appeal to 
the history of our Society, in which no instance will be 
found where a consistent member has ever borne arms, 
or voluntarily paid a fine or tax as an equivalent ; but 
has chosen rather patiently to suffer whatever mi^ht be 
inflicted upon him for the support of his religious belief. 

Within the limits of New England our scruples as to 
bearing arms have generally received the favorable con- 
sideration of the different State Legislatures, and we' 
trust that our members will continue to act so consistent- 
ly with their Christian profession as that they may still 
be deemed worthy of the inmiunity which has been 
heretofore extended. 

But while we have thus felt bound uncompromising- 
ly to maintain our belief of the peaceable nature of the 
Christian dispensatfon, we have ever acknowledged the 
propriety and necessity of human government in con- 
ducting the affairs of men, and have since our origin, 
from time to time, declared our views in this respect, 
manifesting our fidelity to whatever government an over- 
ruling Providence might place us under. Nor do we 
believe that in this way our peaceable principles are at 
all infringed upon. 

We find in the New Testament clear and undeniable 
evidence that civil Government was fully recognized 
by Christ himself and his apostles ; and we have ever 
considered it to be essential to the preservation of good 
order and the promotion of the happiness of man — nor 
have we as a Society any unity with the views of those 
who deny the necessity of human governments. 

When the apostle Peter was inquired of, " Does not 
your master pay tribute ?" he repli^ in the affirmative, 
and Christ upon the occasion wrought a miracle to ob- 
tain money to pay for himself and the apostle. Here 
the authority of civil government in exacting tribute is 
acknowledged by our Lord, and practically complied 
with ; and in no instance do we find that he refused to 
conform to it, but expressly commanded to " render unto 
Caesar the things that are Ceesar's." 



We may now introduce several injunctions and con- 
clusions of the apostles respecting governments in their 
own words. " Let every soul be subject unto the high- 
er powers ; for there is no power but of God. The 
J)Owers that be are ordained of God : whosoever, there- 
ore, resisteth the power, resisteth the ordinance of God ; 
for rulers are not a terror to good works, but to the evil. 
Wilt thou, then, not be afraid of the power ? do that 
which is good, and thou shalt have praise of the same ; 
for he is the minister of God to thee for good. But if 
thou do that which is evil, be afraid ; for he beareth not 
the sword in vain ; for he is the minister of God, a re- 
venger to execute wrath upon him that doeth eviU 
Wherefore ye must needs be subject, not only for wrath 
but also for conscience sake : For, for this cause pay ye 
tribute also ; for they are God's ministers attenduig con- 
tinually upon this very thing.'' Rom. xiii: 1 to 6. 
'* Submit yourself to every ordinance of man for the 
Lord's sake ; whether it be to the king as supreme, or tmto 
governors as unto them that are sent by him for the pun- 
ishment of evil doers, and for the praise of them that do 
well : For so is the will of God, that with well doing ye 
may put to silence the ignorance of foolish men.^- 
Peter, 1st Epistle, ii : 13, 15. " Put them in nund to bd 
subject to principalities and powers, to obey magistrates, 
to be ready to every good work." Titus, iii : 1. The 
apostle Paul acknowledges and practically submits to 
the authority of human governments, when he declared 
unto Festus that if he had " committed any thing worthy 
of death he refused not to die," and then appemed unto 
Caesar to be judged by him. 

These citations from Holy Scripture we think suf- 
ficiently establish the position that civil government was 
recognized and sustained by the author of Christianity 
and his apostles, and we now proceed to show that the 
Society of Friends has always acknowledged its author- 
ity ana contributed to its support ; and to prove this, we 
shall quote from various writers of standard authority 
in the Society. And, firstly, we adduce the testimony 
of George Fox on this point. 

In his address to Charles 2d, from the prison in Wor» 



Cester, he asserts that "the spirit which leads people 
from all manner of sin and evil is one with the magis^ 
trates' power and with the righteous law ; for the law 
being added because of transgression, so the spirit 
which leads out of transgression is the good spirit of 
Ghrist, and is one with the magistrates' iti the higher 
powers and owns it and them ;" and he expressly de- 
clares that he and his friends " are not against, but stand 
for all good government." 

He sometimes called upon the civil authority to in- 
terpose its sheltering power to protect his person, and 
in an Epistle to Friends in some of the West India 
Islands, when the Governor had desired the^i to take a 
part in keeping up a watch to protect from incursions, 
and had granted th'em the privilege of doing so without 
carrying anns, he enters into an argument to show the 
propriety of their complying; and enjoins them faith* 
fully to perform this service, and report to the magistrates 
all cases of offence that they may discover, in order that 
the offender may be arrested in his course and punished 
— and thus proceeds : " For rulers are not to be a terror 
to the good workers, but to the evil ; and wilt thou, then, 
not be afraid of the power? do that which is good, and 
thou shalt have praise of the same ; for he is a minister 
of God to thee for good, for he should keep down the 
evil ; but if thou doest that which is evil, be afraid ; for 
he beareth not the sword* in vain ; for he is a minister 
of God to revenge and execute wrath upon him that 
doeth evil. — So he is the revenger and executioner of 
the wrath upon the evil doer, as God hath placed him — 
on him that steals, or kills, or bears false witness," ^c,-^ 
" And to that power that executes the revenge and brings 
the sword* upon the murderer, thief, false witness and 
other evil doers, we must be subject to that power, and 
own that power, not only for wrath, but for conscience 
$ake ; which is for the punishment of th^ evil doers, and 
the praise of them that do well." 

In his letter to Charles II., George Fox thus addresses 
him ; " Thou earnest not into this nation by sword, or 

'"The term sword is used by Friends figuratively, as embleiQc^ti^ 
cal of the power vested in the civil ma^^istrate, 
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victory 6t war ; but by the power of the Lord ; now 
if thou dost not live in it, thou wilt not prosper." 

Robert Barclay, in his letter addressed to the ambas- 
sadors of the Christian States, assembled at Nimeguen, 
in the year 1677, to consult the peace of Christendom, 
exhorfe them " not to be unwilling to hear one that ap- 
peared among them for the interest of Christ, his King 
and Master — not as if thereby he denied the just author- 
ity of sovereign princes, or refused to acknowledge the 
subjection himself owes to his lawful prince and supe- 
rior ; or were any ways inclined to favor the dreams of 
such as, under the pretence of crying up King Jesus 
and the Kingdom of Christ, either deny or seek to over- 
turn all civil government ; — nay, not at all, but I am one 
who do reverence and honor magistrates, and acknow- 
ledge subjection due unto them by their respective people 
in all things just and lawful ; knowing that magistracy 
is an ordinance of God, and that magistrates are his min- 
isters, who bear not the swordt in vain." 

When Edward Pyott, William Salt and George Fox 
were imprisoned in the jail at Lancaster in 1656, on ac- 
count of their religious profession, the former addressed 
a remonstrance to John Glyn, Chief Justice of England, 
on behalf of himself and his companions, in which their 
deference to the authority of magistracy is Ailly exhibit- 
ed by their appealing to the law as " the one common 
guard or defence to property, liberty and life ;" as being 
established for the protection of those rights " so jusi 
and so equal," and which, as to the outward, are of ^^e 
highest importance to the well being of man." He addsi 
'' the law seeks not for causes whereby to nmke the inno- 
cent suffer ; but helpeth him to right who suffers wrongi 
relieveth the oppr^sed, and searcheth out the matter, 
whether that of which a man stands accused be so or 
no ; seeking judgment and hastening righteousness." 

Edward Burrough, a contemporary of Fox, and an 
eminent minister in our Society, when addressing Rich- 
ard Cromwell, " the Protector of the Commonwealth," 
expressly declares that, " as for magistracy it was ordain* 

t See note» page 7. 



ed of God, to be a dread and terror and limit to evil 
doers, and to be a defence and praise to all that do well ; 
to condemn the guilty and justify the guiltless" — and 
in a book which he published in 1661, he says, that 
where any man's " heresy do extend further than only 
against God and his own soul, even to outward wron^ 
or evils, or violence, or visible mischiefs committed to 
the injury of others, then he forbids not punishment to 
be inflicted upon the person and estate of such man." 

In a conversation between Charles II. and Richard 
Hubberthom, the respect of Friends for civil govern- 
ment is plainly declared. 

Question by the King. — " How do you own magiS' 
trates or magistracy ?" Answer. — " Thus we do own 
magistrates : whosoever is set up by God, whether king as 
supreme, or any set in authority by him, who are for the 
punishment of evil doers, and the praise of them that 
do well, such we shall submit unto, and assist in right- 
eous and civil things, both by body and estate ; and if 
any magistrates do that which is unrighteous, we must 
declare against it ; only submit under it by a patient 
suffering, and not rebel against any by insurrections, 
plots, and contrivances." To which the King replied, 
" That is enough." 

Again, in an address to the King, entitled '* The hum- 
ble address of the people commonly called duakers," 
the following language is used : " O King, we do further 
declare, that God Almighty hath taught and engaged us 
to acknowledge and actually to obey magistracy as 
His ordinance, in all things not repugnant to His law 
and light in our consciences, which is certainly agreea-* 
ble to the Holy Scriptures," &c. 

On the restoration of peace they addressed an ac- 
knowledgment to William III. over England, &c.. King, 
after this manner : " May it please the King, seeing the 
Most High God, who ruleth in the kingdoms of men, 
and appointeth over them whomsoever he will, hath by 
his over-ruling power and Providence placed thee in do- 
minion and dignity over these realms, and by his Divine 
favor hath signally preserved and delivered thee from 
many great and imminent dangers, and graciously turn- 
ed the calamity of war into the desired xuercY of ^^^s^^V^ 
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On the accession to the throne of dueen Anne, the 
people called (Quakers thought themselves no less oblig- 
ed than others to express to the Queen their condolence 
on account of the Kang's death, and to testify their af- 
fection and fidelity to her, and therefore drew up an ad- 
dress, in which they declare " their sorrow and sense of 
great loss sustained in the death of their late Kin^, Wil- 
liam III., whom God made the instrument of much good 
to these nations," and assure the Queen of their loyal^ 
to her government. " We sincerely declare that witn 
the assistance of the grace of God, we will always, ac- 
cording to our Christian duty, demonstrate our good af- 
fection, truth and fidelity to the Queen and her govern- 
ment, and heartily pray that His wisdom may direct and 
His blessings be upon the Queen and her great councils 
to the suppressing of vice and immorality, and the pro- 
moting of piety, peace and charity to the glory of God 
and the benefit of these nations. May the Kmg of-Elings 
make thy reign long and glorious, to which temporal 
blessings we snail pray for thy eternal happiness." 

Were it necessary to our purpose, these extracts from 
the writings of Friends might be greatly extended, but 
we think that sufficient has been Educed to show that 
they did not view civil government as an evil but as an 
ordinance of God ; nor on account of its mal-adminis- 
tion were they willing to throw off its salutary restraints ; 
on the contrary they availed themselves of legal assist- 
ance for the redress of wrongs. — It is stated on unques- 
tionable authority, that " during the height of the per- 
secution which Friends suffered, when the prisons were 
crowded, and many illegally arrested, it was found ne- 
cessary to make frequent application to persons in au- 
thority, for the redress of grievances. Though Friends 
cheerfully endured the penalty of the laws, rather than 
violate their consciences, yet they promptly availed 
themselves of the means of relief which the illegality 
of the proceedings against them offered. Many of these 
cases involved legal questions of intricacy and moment, 
requiring the advice of the most experienced and ju- 
dicious Friends ; and not unfrequently the judgment of 
Able counsel y^as necessary to guard them from injury." 
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The more efiectually to attain this end, certain Friends 
in the city of London were appointed, who met weekly, 
" to whom the accounts of sufferings could be forward- 
ed for examination and proper arrangement, and on 
whom the duty of applications to the different branches 
of the government might devolve, as well as that of ad- 
vising country meetings in diflBcult and important cases." 

If we trace the history of the Society, we shall find 
that whenever a change in the ruling sovereign of Eng- 
land has taken place, Friends have ever been ready to 
acknowledge the authority of the government, and to 
declare their fealty to the throne. And in our own 
country, when a change of government was effected by 
the war of the Revolution, we find Friends, on the res- 
toration of peace, manifesting their allegiance to the go- 
vernment then established. Nor can we omit to refer to 
the example of William Penn, who, as Governor of 
Pennsylvania, in the administration of the laws, and in 
his treaties and dealings with the natives, illustrated the 
truth, which -yve firndy believe, that civil government 
may be efficiently administered without the aid of mili- 
tary power — moral influence being, as we apprehend, 
that which mainly supports the fabric of civil order ; its 
" great bulwarks resting on a firmer foundation than any 
outward visible means of defence." 

It being then undeniable from what we have cited, and 
from abundant other testimony that might be given, that 
our forefathers in religious profession and their succes- 
sors to the present day, have respected and supported 
human governments as essential to the peace, the safety 
and the happiness of communities, we would earnestly 
exhort every individual bearing our name to be careful 
that the speculative views advanced by some at the pre- 
sent time, do not lead him off from the substantial and 
practical ground which our society has hitherto main- 
tained in relation thereto. 

May it be remembered by us as a warning, that among 
the first evidencies of defection manifested by George 
Keith, who early departed from the faith of the Society, 
was the imbibing of " notions subversive of all social 
Older, which led him to conduct himself with great dis^ 
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respect towards the civil authorities in the State ; 
rendered him dissatisfied also with those wholesome 
straints which the Society in its church discipline 
upon its members." — Diary of Alexander Jaffrajf 
John Barclay. 

Believing that the minds of our early Friends 
divinely illuminated to understand the teachings 
Christ and his Apostles — that they were led to disoovst! 
the truth and to walk in it — ^we cannot safely attaoofit M^! 
find for ourselves any other way. The tniUi is inumK 
table — it changeth not — it is the same yesterday, to-d^' 
and forever — and hazardous, we are persuaded, will 4 
be for him, who, confiding in some supposed greater il* 
lumination which he has received, ventures to calliq[ 
question the plain practical doctrines of Holy Scriptan| 
and the practices of those who acted in conformity to 
them. Rather let us in humility and meekness, anl 
with that help which may be graciously afibrded UL j 
seek to imitate the virtues and walk in the fi)otstepsaf ' 
those who, having foug;ht the good fi^ht and kept thf, 
faith, have finished their course, and through adorafalt 
mercy, have been permitted to enter into evenasting 

Signed on behalf and by direction of a meeting of dli 
Representatives aforesaid, held at Providence, Rhodi 
Island, the 3d of 3d month, 1840. 

THOMAS HOWLAND, CUrk. 



